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Abstract 
This paper analyses qualitative data with LGBT young people to think about police-LGBT youth interactions, 
and the outcomes of these interactions, as pedagogical moments for LGBT young people, police, and public 
onlookers. Although the data in this paper could be interpreted in line with dominant ways of thinking about 
LGBT young people and police, as criminalization for instance, the data suggested something more complex. 
This paper employs a theoretical framework informed by poststructural theories, queer theories, and pedagogical 
theories, to theorise LGBT youth-police interactions as instruction about managing police relationships in public 
spaces. The analysis shows how LGBT young people are learning from police encounters about the need to 
avoid ‘looking queer’ to minimise police harm. 
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Introduction 
This paper considers data from interviews with LGBT1 young people about their experiences of policing in 
public spaces. There are some well-established bodies of knowledge about young people and policing broadly, 
and LGBT young people specifically, that could be used to interpret this data. For instance, literature about 
young people and policing conceptualizes this relationship as negative because police criminalize the leisure 
activities of young people (Carrington and Pereira 2009). These conceptualizations are also evident in the 
discussions about policing LGBT young people more specifically, with a focus on how the increased levels of 
victimization they experience contributes to their criminalization by police in public spaces (Durso and Gates 
2012). As a whole, these bodies of knowledge can focus on the negative attributes of police-young person 
relationships, and this assessment is not misplaced – there is no doubt that police interactions with young 
people, and with LGBT young people, can be detrimental. However, with other literature raising concerns about 
the sometimes overwhelming negativity in these bodies of knowledge about LGBT young people (Talburt 
2004), questions emerge about the usefulness of continuing to think about policing relationships with LGBT 
young people in only these ways. 
This paper therefore approaches interview data about LGBT youth-police relationships from a new 
conceptual framework. Drawing together concepts from poststructural theories, queer theories, and pedagogical 
theories informed by sociology and cultural studies, this paper re-reads LGBT youth-police interactions as 
pedagogical moments about relationship management. First, the paper elaborates how existing research 
constructs policing, youthfulness, and LGBTness in terms of criminalization, victimization, empowerment, and 
agency. Second, the paper examines the theoretical framework used to analyse the data. Third, the paper 
discusses the methodological approach used to generate the qualitative interview data. The analysis of the 
interview data then proceeds to show how LGBT youth-police interactions may pedagogically instruct LGBT 
young people, police, and publics about relationship management in heteronormative public spaces, particularly 
about being out of place. Moreover, it demonstrates how police may learn that they, as properly masculine, 
heteronormative bodies, can freely regulate the conduct of LGBT young people. While these interactions ay be 
read as producing negative outcomes, the new theoretical framework highlights the need to suspend judgement 
about rightness or wrongness, and to instead focus on the minutiae of the interactions to know better how to 
change them in future. The paper concludes by considering what we need to do to get to a position where LGBT 
young people should not need to manage these relationships and how police might learn about the 
inappropriateness of regulating the conduct of LGBT young people in public spaces. 
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How the nexus between youthfulness, policing, and LGBTness is conceptualized in existing research 
Existing research tends to construct relationships between and young people as increasingly problematic 
(Carrington and Pereira 2009; Cunneen and White 2010), with academic commentary about these relationships 
defining youth-police relationships as adversarial, harassing, discriminatory, characterised by mutual mistrust, 
and focused unnecessarily on the surveillance and criminalization of young people’s leisure activities (CMC 
2009; McAra and McVie 2005; Quinton, Bland and Miller 2000). Interestingly, these ideas have carried over 
into research conceptualizing relationships between police and young people from marginalized groups (Collins 
et al. 2000; Wilson, Rose and Colvin 2011), with research about policing LGBT young people cast in similarly 
negative terms. Research emphasizes how the victimization of LGBT young people can lead to their 
involvement in criminal activities, such as being homeless or engaging in practices like survival sex (Guasp 
2012; Hillier et al. 2010; Whitbeck et al. 2004). Researchers note how, as these activities are performed by 
LGBT young people in public spaces, they draw police attention of police and lead to LGBT young people 
being criminalized (Dwyer 2011; Himmelstein and Bruckner 2011; Remafedi 1987). A language of 
criminalization is the focus in this research literature, with interactions between LGBT young people and police 
viewed as negative and detrimental, with LGBT young people situated as lacking agency and police positioned 
as discriminatory. 
Some researchers have criticized these ways of thinking about LGBT young people as overly focused 
on the constraining elements of LGBT youthfulness in their attempt to ameliorate the “suffering, isolated, and 
suicidal young person” (Talburt 2004, p. 118). A less dominant, counter narrative therefore conceptualizes 
LGBT young people’s lives in terms of the agentic, more productive elements of being an LGBT young person 
(Barron and Bradford 2007; McCormack 2012; Rivers 2004). In these accounts, we are offered understandings 
of LGBT young people who reject and challenge the negative victim paradigm (Savin-Williams 2005), and who 
are empowered and critically aware (Haskell and Burtch 2010). Although these research perspectives have 
emphasized the positive elements of being an LGBT young person, these ways of thinking appear to be absent 
from research about LGBT youth-police relations. 
What we are presented with in these bodies of knowledge are particular ways of thinking about 
policing, youthfulness, and LGBTness. There is no doubt these ideas are grounded in empirical research that 
shows the negative outcomes that LGBT young people have with police, for instance. However, they may also 
represent tropes (Marshall 2010), ways of thinking which limit the range of different ways it becomes possible 
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to think about policing, youthfulness, and LGBTness. When taken together, these ideas could provide a 
powerful framework for interpreting LGBT youth-police interactions, and for interpreting the data presented 
below. They make LGBT young people knowable in quite specific ways, for instance in terms of how they are 
being criminalized by police (Himmelstein and Bruckner 2011) or how they might be agentic in challenging 
homophobia (McCormack 2012). However, conceptualizing LGBT youth-police relationships in only these 
terms runs the risk of overlooking subtle inflections in these interactions that may not be accounted for in terms 
of victimization, agency, criminalization, or empowerment. While there is no doubt that these ways of knowing 
were evident in the data discussed in this paper (i.e. LGBT young people were victimized by police 
interactions), and that the good majority of these interactions were negative for the young people, I argue that it 
might be useful to also consider other ways of knowing by suspending judgement about the positive or negative 
or criminalized. I therefore propose using a different conceptual framework that moves away from judging the 
interactions and towards a focus on understanding the range of material effects produced for young people, for 
police, and even for onlooking publics. 
 
A new theoretical lens for analysing LGBT youth-police interactions 
The new theoretical lens used in this paper draws together various concepts from a range of theoretical 
literatures that are divergent but also synergistic. This is reminiscent of Foucauldian ‘tool boxes’ whereby 
certain concepts are used “like a screwdriver or wrench in order to short-circuit, disqualify or break up” 
(Foucault 1989, p. 149) the more taken for granted understandings of LGBT youth-police interactions. The 
framework is informed primarily by poststructural understandings of the body, discipline, and discursivity 
drawing on Foucauldian understandings of the social world. This comes together with concepts elaborated in 
queer theories and writings (particularly heteronormativity, performativity and visibility) and pedagogical 
theories informed by sociology and cultural studies (especially the notion of spectacle). 
 
Poststructural notions of discursive embodiment 
The primary concepts informing the analysis are elaborated in poststructural understandings of the body 
(Foucault 1984; Kirby 1997), discipline (Foucault 1977), and discourse (Foucault 1972). Interactions between 
LGBT young people and police are considered to be a product of discourse, where discourse refers to a body of 
knowledge, “an individualisable group of statements” (Foucault 1972, p. 80). Discourse marks or inscribes the 
bodies of LGBT young people and police in a corporeal (Kirby 1997) manner and these people are “made” 
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(Foucault 1982, p. 208) knowable as particular types of subjects. Discourse is central to this understanding of 
LGBT and police bodies. The data analysed below reflects a strong discursive idea of ‘looking queer’, where 
queerness might be thought about as a discursive body of knowledge marking the bodies of LGBT young people 
and which can be enacted as a bodily discipline (Foucault 1977) in terms of what it means to be non-
heterosexual (Foucault 1977). Examining how discursive knowledges of queerness are corporeally marked on 
the bodies of LGBT young people, and how police interact with these young bodies, we can begin to think about 
how these relations might be managed in specific ways in terms of discipline and the shaping of conduct. More 
importantly, we can begin to think about how discourses like queerness can “systematically form the objects of 
which they speak” (Foucault 1972, p. 49), and therefore how LGBT young bodies might be shaped and reshaped 
as the material effects of this discourse. 
 
Queering heteronormativity 
Queer theories also informed the analysis to better understand how sexual and gender normalization informed 
LGBT youth-police interactions. These concepts included heteronormativity (Jackson 2003), visibility (Skeggs 
1999), and the performativity of gendered/sexed subjectivities (Butler 1990, 1993). Heteronormativity refers to 
the normalisation of heterosexuality and the marginalisation of all other sexualities (Jackson 2003) and assisted 
an analysis of how LGBT youthful bodies were distinctly non-heternormative in their failure to align with 
heteronormative expectations of sexuality and/or gender. Their bodies performed and enacted non-
heteronormative sexual and gendered subjectivities through “the mundane way in which bodily gestures, 
movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (Butler 1990, p. 
140). Non-heteronormative bodies therefore perform discursive knowledge as a display of what it means to do 
queerness, as a “citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names” (Butler 1993, p. 2). 
This highlights the importance of visibility, a concept used in the analysis below to demonstrate how subjects 
and bodies are made visible in relation to specific discursive knowledges, in this case of queerness (Mason 
2002; Skeggs 1999). They are “subjects-to-be-looked-at” (Young 1996, p. 210) as the queerness of these bodies 
can display how one body is different from other bodies in ways that breach social expectations about sexuality 
and gender. Taken together, these concepts frame how LGBT youth-police interactions may be read as 
relationship management focused around heteronormative expectations about sexuality and/or gender, but this 
perspective is extended to also think about how the material effects of these interactions happen in public 
spaces. 
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Spectacular pedagogies in public spaces 
Concepts drawn from pedagogical theory informed by sociology and cultural studies show how LGBT youth-
police interactions have material effects for LGBT young people, police, and publics. The concept of pedagogy 
is particularly valuable for thinking about the material effects that are produced by the interactions between 
these bodies in public spaces. Pedagogy might be thought of as “a relevant set of tools for reading” (McWilliam 
and O’Donnell 1998, p. 88) these interactions in terms of their impact on LGBT young people and police, a way 
of thinking about the interactions that avoids rush to judgement about them as positive or negative, and instead 
focuses on them as a process with material effects. This pedagogy diverges significantly from more traditional 
classroom teaching and learning relationships, where the teacher facilitates student learning of knowledge 
through an appropriately learner-focused curriculum in student-centred ways (Murdoch and Wilson 2004; 
Wolfgang 2005). Most would agree this does not look or sound like interactions between police and LGBT 
young people. Some pedagogical theorising, however, disrupts established orthodoxies to argue that pedagogy is 
an embodied performance of discursive knowledge that, through the concept of spectacle, works as a form of 
disciplinary training (Angel 1994; Grumet 1995; Kirk 1999; O’Farrell et al. 2000). Thinking about pedagogy in 
this way makes it possible to think differently about LGBT youth-police interactions as an embodied 
pedagogical exchange of knowledge about managing relationships with police in public spaces. Pedagogy is 
about instruction, “a precise and calculated training” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, p. 153) focused on the body. 
Foucault’s theorising is central to rethinking pedagogy in terms of how it might be done on and with 
bodies (Kirk 1999), how it is performed using these bodies (Cooks 2007; Grumet 1995), and how it can be 
based around discursively embodied transmission of knowledge from one body to another (McWilliam and 
O’Donnell 1998). Some might therefore question the value of drawing on pedagogical theory informed by 
sociology and cultural studies. However, these theorists examine one concept in particular which might typically 
be thought of as sitting outside Foucault’s theorization of discipline. This is the concept of spectacle. In 
Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) examines a shift from punishment as “public spectacle” (p. 7) towards 
punishment as discipline that works on the body “in a system of constraints and privations, obligations and 
prohibitions” (p. 11). Pedagogical theorists suggest Foucaultian forms of disciplinary power work in 
pedagogical contexts everywhere, but they also argue that spectacle is not separate to this disciplinary power. 
Indeed, spectacle is a vital part of the workings of discipline in pedagogical relationships (Angel 1994), with 
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discipline being made possible through spectacle, not separate from it. These ideas coalesce with visibility in the 
theoretical framework in this paper. 
While visibility highlights how non-heteronormative bodies can draw the attentions of police, spectacle 
demonstrates how interactions between these bodies can be pedagogical moments. Angel (1994, p. 62) argues 
that spectacular bodies are “something which can be pointed to and seen” and represent “sites and sights of 
authoritative display”. For instance, police embody governmental authorization, legitimated knowledges of law 
enforcement and legislative frameworks, and they perform these knowledges as part of creating police 
subjectivity. They also perform what it means to properly embody heteronormative masculinities, something 
learned implicitly by recruits in police training academies (Prokos and Padavic 2002) and used in non-lethal 
weapons marketing to police (Wozniak and Uggen 2009). These masculine, authoritative bodies can function in 
a pedagogical manner: “an example...someone is shown a body of evidence and learns something” (Angel 1994, 
p. 62) and people learn how to recognise embodied subjects by looking at and learning about their bodily 
conduct (Cooks 2007). This is different from the gaze discussed by Foucault (1977) where the gaze of the 
surveillers directs a person’s self-conduct at a distance. In pedagogical theorising, these act as bodies of 
knowledge (Stinson 1995) when others gaze at them, with learning happening through a precise pedagogical 
knowledge transfer that has material effects on the lives of people involved. 
Drawing on pedagogical theorising makes it possible to think about how knowledge transfer might 
happen in and across different spaces, such as the public and quasi-public spaces in which LGBT youth-police 
interactions happened (shopping malls, local parks, the street, and in and around LGBT-identified 
pubs/nightclubs). Space is not even an especially pedagogical concept. For example, a lot of queer theory and 
writing has elaborated the nexus between geography, space, and diverse genders and/or sexualities (Bell and 
Valentine 1995; Berlant and Warner 1998; Browne, Lim and Brown 2007; Ingram, Bouthillette and Retter 1997; 
Johnston and Longhurst 2010; Leap 1999; Mason 2002; Moran 1999; Skeggs 1999), with public spaces defined 
as ‘“open”, “accessible”, and “unrestricted” and private spaces suggesting a location which seems more 
“sheltered”, “secluded” (Leap 1999, p. 9). Queer theorists show how spaces can be organised as heterosexual, in 
turn defining who is and is not welcome in certain spaces (Valentine 1993), but few of these theorists have 
elaborated this in terms of pedagogy (Mason 2002). Thinking about space in terms of pedagogical theorising 
makes it possible to think about how public spaces, for example, can be pedagogical in character through the 
notion of spectacle. When police bodies interact with LGBT young bodies in public spaces, their interactions 
make a spectacular, accessible example of what the consequences are for non-heteronormative bodies and how 
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to police these bodies. Other police, other LGBT young people, and publics who look at the interactions 
between these bodies may come to know things from this spectacle about norms of sexuality and gender, and 
who is allowed and disallowed to inhabit public spaces (Mason 2002). 
This framework makes it possible to think beyond existing knowledges about LGBT young people. It 
is not just about how LGBT youthful bodies discursively embody queerness and how good or bad this might be. 
The framework hones in on understanding what the material effects are for LGBT young people who manage 
police relationships in heterosexual public spaces and how they may learn about this in spectacular ways 
through bodily discipline in public spaces. I suggest it also makes it possible to think in more complex ways 
about the issues raised in the data, and in the experiences of the young people. It draws on an approach where it 
can be useful to suspend judgement, about whether or not an interaction is good or bad for instance, and to focus 
instead on the practices at work. Rushing to judge the actions of an officer as negative, and the young person as 
being victimised, for example, is undoubtedly important considering the damage that some policing experiences 
can produce. However, we may in turn lose sight of what actually happened between bodies and within spaces 
in the interaction and how we might reshape this. What bodily, localised practices were evidenced and how 
might we change policing culture, or indeed queering culture, to ensure these practices are more productive in 
future? If we work through an approach that suspends judgement and focuses differently on meticulously 
unpacking what is happening and how, perhaps we might move to a position where we simply consider the 
practices at work and think through how we can change those practices. 
 
Generating data about LGBT youth experiences of policing 
The framework above was applied to qualitative interview data collected from 35 LGBT young people aged 16-
25 years.2 As LGBT issues continue to be silenced in schools around Australia (Michaelson 2008), participants 
for this study were accessed through key LGBT youth service providers in Brisbane, Queensland, Australia, 
which provided support to LGBTI young people aged 12-25 years.3 The young people who agreed to be 
interviewed were therefore non-heteronormative as well as marginalised: they were bodies marked by 
deprivation, resistance, criminalization, and victimization. Although we have no Australian statistics about the 
contact LGBT young people have with police and criminal justice agencies, service providers noted a lot of 
young people they supported had consistent interactions with police as victims and offenders. The young people 
interviewed had typically had some sort of interaction with police and many talked about ‘being known’ to 
police in their accounts. Although the parameters of ethical clearance for the project expressly excluded 
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questions about the participants’ life histories, narratives of homelessness, victimization by families, 
homophobia from friends and schools, and deprivation emerged in the interviews and contextualised their 
interactions with police. 
This context also influenced where their interactions with police happened. For example, young LGBT 
people who had been forced to leave their family homes because of family homophobia talked about police 
interactions in public spaces like the streets, public parks, strip shopping malls, and train stations. Some LGBT 
young people experienced police interactions in private spaces like family homes, share houses, or halfway 
houses they were staying in. However, the majority of experiences of police interactions recounted happened in 
what could be categorized as public and quasi-public spaces such as shopping malls and the spaces outside 
known LGBT leisure venues (such as nightclubs and pubs). 
While some existing research divorces the ‘T’ (transgender) because sexuality (LGB) issues are 
examined in isolation from gender (T) (Himmelstein and Bruckner 2011), participants in this research 
highlighted how sexuality and gender are inextricably linked. For instance, some male-to-female transgender 
participants identified as lesbian, and some female-to-male transgender participants were in relationships with 
males, and transgressions from gendered expectations were met with police responses linked to sexual 
orientation. Even so, most young people identified as either male or female, and those who identified as 
transgender specified if they were male-to-female, female-to-male, ‘unsure’, or ‘no gender’. While young 
people identified most commonly as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, some participants identified as queer and one 
young person identified as pansexual. Most young people were of Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Celtic background, 
with very few participants identifying as Aboriginal or other cultural background (e.g. South American, Maori, 
Filipino). According to service providers, young people accessing their services lived in all areas of Brisbane 
CBD (central business district) and surrounding urban areas, Queensland, Australia, with some coming from 
more outer lying areas of South East Queensland (Toowoomba), Australia. The interview data is therefore 
specific to this localised context. 
The project received research ethics approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 
Queensland University of Technology and the clearance provided shaped how the interviews were conducted. 
Interviews were negotiated and conducted during drop-in times in key LGBT youth service providers. In one 
service in particular, I attended drop-in times (12.30pm to 4.30pm, four days per week, from approximately 
October 2008 to April 2009) to await prospective interview participants. The service provider staff would tell 
the young people who I was, what the research was about, and that they could talk to me for more information. 
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This process was time consuming, but staff were satisfied with this arrangement as they were dedicated to 
raising awareness about LGBT policing issues. This arrangement also enabled me to develop a good rapport 
with young people interviewed. Interviews were typically 30-45 minutes in duration and they were conducted in 
private meeting rooms in the youth service with only the researcher and the young person present. Participants 
were not compensated for their time due to the very limited project funding. Interview processes were 
complicated by how participants were required to recall memories of their police interactions. They noted how 
consumption of alcohol and other substances at the time of the police interactions meant that detailed 
information just could not be recalled at the time of the interview by some young participants: ‘I don’t 
remember very well because I was pretty pissed [intoxicated]’ (John, 18, gay male). 
All the interviews were audio recorded. The analysis of the data began with transcribing the interview 
recordings and transcripts were deidentified using pseudonyms chosen by participants. These were then 
uploaded into NVivo computer-assisted qualitative data management software. Stage one of data analysis 
involved setting up the NVivo project and conducting open coding guided by the interview question themes and 
key concepts. Stage two then moved to axial coding, with a focus on building broader categories and identified 
key relationships between the different concepts and the different stages of the policing process (including: 
circumstances leading up to the incident, the specific interactions between the police and the young person; and 
the outcomes of the interaction). Stage three of data analysis involved selective coding, with a focus on 
constructing a broader understanding of how LGBT young people experience policing to document “a version of 
what you think the data mean or represent, or what you think you can infer from them” (Mason 2002, p. 149), 
and being informed by the theoretical framework to make better sense of the sometimes highly complex data. 
 
“Their mannerisms just like push the boundaries”: discursively embodying queerness in public spaces 
Young people’s narratives indicated that LGBT youthful bodies were marked as non-heteronormative according 
to discursive understandings of what participants called ‘looking queer’: “because I’m a queer and I was dressed 
like a queer I got treated like one” (Mac, gay male, 19). Embodiment was centrally important in accounts of 
LGBT young people’s interactions with police. Participants discussed how youthful LGBT bodies ‘looked 
queer’ and performed queer-ness in specifically embodied ways. ‘Looking queer’ meant not aligning with how 
bodies should perform sexual and gender normality in public spaces using dress (males talked about wearing 
“real tight pair of shorts”, “short shorts”, and being “in drag”; females talked about wearing “ripped up beer 
stained studded crap”, “the pants and the baggy shirt”), make-up (males spoke about being “all prettied up and 
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all my makeup on”, “rainbow on my face”), hairstyles (males discussed having their “hair done” and females 
having “short hair” and a “shaved head”), colour (wearing “rainbow armbands”), voice (males talked about “you 
can tell by the way I talk”, “high pitched voice”), and bodily comportment like walking. Their descriptions of 
female “butchness” and males “looking girly”, although organised in terms of gendered binaries, nonetheless 
demonstrated how looking queer is done on and with the body (Butler 1990), and how performing discursive 
queerness defined the boundaries of appropriate masculinities and femininities in public spaces. Participants’ 
narratives aligned closely with the forms of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender bodies we encounter in 
media representations of these non-heteronormative subjectivities (Barron and Bradford 2007), but this was not 
always clear cut. 
 At times, young participants discussed how they were not sure if it was non-heteronormative 
embodiment or other factors that drew the attention of police. For instance, ethnicity appeared to influence how 
police-LGBT youth interactions unfolded. Butch (gay male, 16) was Aboriginal and recounted a situation where 
a police officer was incredibly violent towards him when he was 14, leaving him with significant bruising, but 
when asked about if he thought this emerged from his diverse sexuality, he said: 
 
Butch: The police officer I’m pretty sure that’s racism, one of the main things.  
Researcher: Do you think your sexuality came into it at all? 
Butch: Ah I think so. It probably would have considering he’s a big homophobe. 
 
Butch is not entirely convinced that his treatment was influenced by his diverse sexuality, but he 
acknowledges that sexuality intersects with race, as did a couple of participants. A more common 
discussion related to looking like a young person, and particularly one that looked like they belonged to a 
youth subculture (Carrington and Pereira 2009). As Meow (lesbian female, 18) states, “I reckon cause I 
wear gangster clothes that the police pick on me more than what they would on a dyke that wears skirts 
because they kind of link us to criminal activity”. Homelessness too intersected with how LGBT young 
people experienced policing, as Xavier (FTM4 transgender, 22) suggests: “We would constantly get 
moved on like yeah if you’re in an area and obviously you look homeless and you smell homeless and 
that sort of stuff”. 
 Although there were clearly some grey areas in the narratives, participants still insisted that non-
heteronormative modes of bodily conduct consistently drew the attention of police in public spaces. What 
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it means to physically embody queerness was highlighted in accounts of young LGBT people in 
heteronormative ways (Jackson 2003). They reflect lesbian accounts in Valentine’s (1993, p. 409) 
research: “they were not conforming to the dress and behaviour expected of a heterosexual woman” in 
heterosexual public spaces like restaurants. LGBT young people may mark/inscribe their bodies (and 
their bodies may be read) as texts of discursive knowledge about looking queer (Foucault 1984; Kirby 
1997). Discourses of non-heteronormative queerness (butch, femme, manliness, camp) shape “the very 
matter of [the] body’s material constitution” (Kirby 1997, p. 3), meaning in public spaces their bodies act 
as pedagogical knowledge objects which demonstrate to onlookers what it means to transgress 
heteronormative expectations of sexuality and gender. 
 
Policing queerness: how LGBT young people learn to manage police interactions 
LGBT youthful bodies had specific types of police interactions that were evidently informed by how they 
embodied queerness. Bodily comportment constituted a discursive performance of queerness, a performance 
made visible in public spaces in interactions with police. These interactions were more than just negative 
experiences for the LGBT young person involved – at times they showed how the young person managed police 
relations: 
 
One of my friends was pulled over once and he’s the biggest queen you’ll ever meet...he’s got the 
pitched voice, he walks, sounds, talks like a stereotypical gay guy and he was pulled over. I was in 
the car at the time. The police had pulled him over just for a routine breath check, doing their job. 
He was breathalysed. He said “Is everything alright officer?” and he said “Oh shut up you stupid 
faggot”...I said nothing because they’re the police and I don’t want to get into trouble. I’ve been in 
trouble, don’t want any more (Pinky, gay male, 18). 
 
There is no doubt in this passage that mundane performances of queer bodily comportment have informed how 
this interaction unfolded. The police officer demonstrates the capacity to detect queerness performed as a bodily 
discipline by Pinky’s friend and respond to this in ways that may be read as homophobic and derisive. The 
actions of the officer imply boundaries about how people must do heternormative masculine gender as a young 
male, and digressing from this norm represents aberrance that ought not to go unnoticed. There is no doubt this 
interaction was victimizing for both young people involved, but thinking through this using a pedagogical lens 
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demonstrates something more. The interaction works as a pedagogical spectacle of bodily discipline. By 
watching non-heteronormative and police bodies interact in this situation, Pinky has learned that ‘if you do have 
to deal with the police act as butch as possible act as straight as possible’. Pinky knows to avoid looking queer 
and to be silent to minimise the potential of police using homophobic pejoratives towards him in future. Silence 
becomes a strategy he employs to manage his relationships with police to minimise the potential for negative 
experiences: “with me it’s kinda easy ‘cause I’ve done it most of my life”. 
Police also show how they have learned to identify bodily comportment that transgresses 
heteronormativity and that it is acceptable to respond to this in homophobic ways in public spaces. In this 
instance, the public space of the street becomes a disciplinary mechanism made possible by police, even though 
the young people were sitting in what could be considered a quasi public space: a vehicle. Whereas young 
people may expect to be subject to disciplinary techniques like these in school, family, and youth spaces for 
instance, and may expect to find “freedom” in public spaces like the street, this interaction shows how the street 
becomes a disciplinary space (Foucault 1977). The bodies of Pinky and his friend are subject to disciplinary 
privations based on the actions of police. 
The interaction also shows how spectacle coalesces with discipline, as disciplinary techniques would 
perhaps not be possible without spectacle here. The actions of the officer constitute the spectacular authoritative 
display of police masculinity that admonishes non-heteronormative transgressions of this in public spaces. The 
bodies of the officer, Pinky, and his friend are sights of authoritative display (Angel 1994) about what it means 
to be a non-heteronormative body in public spaces. The police interaction with Pinky and his friend may 
therefore be thought of as a performance of this knowledge in a public space, a spectacle to be potentially 
learned from by other onlooking police officers and other members of the public present in this space. An 
audience is not necessarily required for this to happen though – the police officer may also do this for implied 
audiences. Most importantly, the police officer in this interaction has learned that he can continue to behave in 
homophobic and derisive ways without being challenged by young people involved, or other onlooking police 
or publics.  
 
“If you’re doing something illegal you’re just going to have to learn to deal with police”: Visibility, the 
gaze, and recognition of queerness 
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LGBT youthful bodies were visibly recognised by police in public spaces in the data. Police detected the bodily 
conduct they were enacting as looking queer and therefore out of place in heterosexual public spaces. In some 
instances, this has a pedagogical impact, as Nikolas (gay male, 18) suggests: 
 
If I’m not looking really gay they’ll be a lot nicer like there have been times where me and friends 
have been drinking in like South Bank or somewhere. The cops will come up to us and I’ll just 
place my bottle of alcohol behind my back and they’ll see me do it but they won’t make me tip it 
out, but if I’m looking gay they’ll like search through their bags, and search through my bags, tip 
everything out. 
  
Nikolas’ experiences show how he has learned that “looking gay” attracts more police attention and police have 
learned how to identify someone who looks gay. Given that young people are more often excluded from quasi 
public/private spaces (Tyndall 2010) organised around consumption and civilised leisure (like shopping malls, 
night clubs, pubs, restaurants – Cunneen and White 2010), this means LGBT young people like Nikolas are 
moved into more accessible, visible public spaces (like the street, parks) where they can be subject to more 
police surveillance. If their bodies look visibly queer, and police have learned about how to identify these bodies 
by sight, LGBT young people like Nikolas may become part of police work simply because they look 
spectacularly gay in public spaces. Far from being open, accessible, and unrestricted (Leap 1999), public spaces 
for LGBT young people are reshaped as disciplinary mechanisms. This highlights what Tyndall (2010, p. 126) 
notes about a Foucauldian understanding of space: “space is a product of often complex interaction of the 
material and social rather than space being simply a container of social practice”. In LGBT youth-police 
interactions, public space is less open, accessible, unrestricted, and is shaped as a heteronormative space where 
non-heternormative bodies like theirs are out of place (Moran and Skeggs 2004). More importantly, these forms 
of police intervention not only fortify the boundaries of proper sexual behaviour in public spaces – it 
pedagogically performs this as a spectacular lesson from which Nikolas and onlookers may learn (Angel 1994). 
According to Nikolas, the actions of police imply that “looking gay” is something to be managed if you want to 
have more positive police interactions. 
 Some participants noted they thought they were subject to police gazes, even though they thought they 
“passed” as a heterosexual couple: “I don’t know it’s just very different. I’ve been with my boyfriend with 
police around but just because we’re pretty normal looking people. They kinda just give you a weird look and 
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look the other way” (Alex, MTF,5 25). This is reminiscent of Foucault’s (1977, p. 178) gaze at work in which 
even “the slightest departures from correct behaviour [are made] subject to punishment” by the supervisory 
gaze, with privations dispensed as a response from officers. Accounts of LGBT young people in this study 
suggest the gaze is “watchful” (Tomsen and Markwell 2009, p. 210), as other studies have suggested, but also in 
this case very meticulous, with police “detecting” minor infractions of heteronormativity in public spaces: 
 
They came and at first they were saying that the other people were at fault and then when I was 
saying that my girlfriend, that I wanted her next to me because you know I was bleeding and like 
we all have short hair my group and you know we don’t dress in dresses and stuff like that we’re 
all kinda tomboys. I think as soon as they realised that’s the way it was they kinda switched...their 
attitude towards us and started to be quite negative and starting to blame us for the incident itself 
(Kimi, lesbian female, 21). 
 
The bodies of Kimi and her friends transgress the heteronormativity of public spaces in ways that are barely 
detectable. She suggests their hairstyles as young females, and their intimate physical proximity to other young 
women with similar hairstyles, demarcate them from other young females who do femininity (i.e. having long 
hair) and sexuality (i.e. having an opposite sex partner) in ways that align with heteronormative expectations of 
public spaces. 
In these ways, police interactions with LGBT young people seem to work as pedagogical moments 
about the politics of recognition (Moran and Skeggs 2004; Mason 2001). Young people like Kimi and Nikolas 
make themselves “symbolically visible” (Moran and Skeggs 2004, p. 7) in sometimes spectacular ways in public 
spaces shaped by unspoken discursive rules about proper genders and sexual intimacies. LGBT young people 
are recognised in terms of these rules in only some ways as police mobilised understandings of bodies that 
transgress these rules: “When I was in drag yes...it trips them out...they just wanted to get away from me” 
(Alexis, gay male, 19). Police actions show these young people they ought to manage how they look queer in 
public. Meow recounts an interaction where police evidently recognised her and her friends’ bodies as lesbian 
bodies in a heterosexual public space: 
 
I was drinking on the streets with some of my mates in Ipswich ‘cause that’s where I live and we 
were at I think its called Queens Park and we just had a few beers and stuff ‘cause I like beer. 
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They came and started asking us questions for no reason, we weren’t loud we were quiet, we 
weren’t even having sex okay and they just walked up started talking to us and I’m just like, “Is 
there any reason why you’re doing this sir”, and he goes “Because I can” and I’m just like, “It’s 
not really fair, come on”. And then he started asking me about where my partners are and asked if 
one of the girls were my girlfriend, and I said “No we’re just hookup buddies” and then that’s 
when I decided no I’m not takin’ this shit and I started getting aggravated and I’m just like “Listen 
here you fuckin’ pig” which kind of aggravated him. I just started going off my head ‘cause when 
I’m drunk I’m a violent drunk and they started laying into me and I accidently, well I wouldn’t 
really call it accidently, turned around and punched him in the head so yeah...I got put in the 
watch house for a few days... some sort of assault towards a police officer (Meow, 18, lesbian 
female). 
 
Even before assaulting the officer, Meow thinks there is no doubt the officer has recognised her and her friends 
as lesbian and therefore transgressive in heterosexual public spaces. Meow’s discomfort with the officer’s line 
of questioning about her girlfriend suggests she knows police should not be asking these questions. The officer 
has learned discursive knowledges about how to detect embodied queerness in public space and has made this 
apparent in the exchange with Meow. It is evident Meow feels she is recognised as being out of place in 
heterosexual public space (Moran and Skeggs 2004). Police responses like this shore up the heterosexual 
character of public spaces and clarify the boundary of sexual and gender normality. 
More importantly, they can also act as pedagogical moments where onlookers learn about the need to 
maintain public spaces as heterosexual spaces. Meow’s resistance in this situation could be read as pedagogical. 
Albeit influenced by alcohol, and resulting in criminal charges, she seems to have learned that she does not have 
to ‘take this shit’ from police and her actions do not reflect a victim stance. She acknowledges her actions were 
not the best, but her response (assaulting a police officer) to the officers’ questioning is suggestive that she does 
not believe she needs to manage her relationship in this instance. Meow’s actions reflect that she knows about 
what police can and cannot ask about and that police were out of line making her response warranted. 
 Recognition by police did not necessarily always indicate a negative experience. Indeed, sometimes 
being misrecognised, or even not being recognised as non-heteronormative at all, was a productive outcome: 
 
It’s not that much of a problem for me considering I look like a chick and they just call me a slut 
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(Butch, gay male, 16). 
 
I was assumed to have been a guy and was treated as a male at first until they saw my ID so I was 
treated pretty badly and I hadn’t done anything...just doing routine checks on shit...Then that 
officer that kept on pushing those matters was informed that I’m a chick and then totally stopped 
and changed the way he spoke to me (Xavier, FTM, 22). 
 
These accounts highlight the complexity of LGBT young people’s interactions with police. While being called a 
slut is a sexist outcome for Butch because police recognise him as a female, it is not being recognised as gay 
that he finds useful. In this way, For Xavier, “passing” as a female to male transgender young person ironically 
meant police were treating him with disrespect because they recognised him as male, and to then be 
misrecognised as female according to identity documentation lead to a more positive interaction. We can only 
speculate about whether or not the officer recognised Xavier as transgender, and therefore non-heteronormative, 
in the interaction and this is why they corrected their conduct. Even so, this exemplifies the importance of an 
approach which thinks about how police can learn from interactions with LGBT young people and how these 
young people might manage these relationships. The police officer appears to glean evidence from Xavier’s 
licence showing that Xavier’s listed sex was discursively different from the gender he embodied. Upon learning 
this, the officer “corrected” their own conduct, which in turn lead to a more productive interaction for Xavier in 
this instance (i.e. support from police) even though technically this could be read as an unproductive outcome 
given that Xavier’s male gender identity has been misrecognised as female (on the licence). 
 
‘I know I’m just making the hole deeper for myself if I argue with them’: Learning through spectacle 
about queering public spaces 
The most demonstrative pedagogical moments about relationship management emerged out of how police 
interacted with LGBT young people displaying intimacy in public spaces. Intimacies included holding hands, 
kissing, hugging, and sitting on a same sex partner’s lap. LGBT young people experienced police responses in 
two different ways: police would directly respond to, and interact with, young people being intimate; or young 
people witnessed police interacting with other same sex couples being intimate. Sarah (MTF, bisexual, 17) talks 
about how she sits on her boyfriend’s lap and this behaviour does not draw police attention because they look 
‘straight’, but when her best male friend sits on his male partner’s lap, ‘the cops will come straight up and say 
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“Look you can’t do that in this public area”...They just said it’s like public affection or something like that, it’s 
not allowed in Queen Street’. Police actions leave no doubt that LGBT young people are being policed 
differently to other young people in public spaces. Police officers made it clear to Sarah that making a spectacle 
of same sex intimacies in public places is a problem to be regulated through policing. Spectacle again serves as 
a disciplinary mechanism here. Spectacle produces the public space of an open shopping mall as a space for 
exclusion for LGBT young people who display same sex intimacies. Jimmy Von D and No Name both recount 
situations where they watched police respond to the intimacies of other same sex couples in public spaces: 
 
You can tell that they’re gay by you know how they dress and stuff. They weren’t doing anything 
‘cause I was there over the street watching the whole thing. They were just standing there kissing 
talking to each other and stuff. The police came up to the gay men and kinda separated them tell 
them what they’re doing is disgusting people get offended, they feel uncomfortable around them. 
[This place] is pretty much a gay community like there’s heaps around here like it shouldn’t even 
get in trouble...The cops came up to them and started harassing them pulling them apart and 
saying they were causing a nuisance to the public, and if they keep doing it they’re going to 
handcuff them and take them away...just for kissing in public. I got in trouble for public nuisance 
because I had no clothes on, that is understandable, but kissing in public, it’s fucking 
ridiculous...and I couldn’t say anything cause I wasn’t sober and underage...and you get in trouble 
for interfering (Jimmy Von D, lesbian female, 16). 
 
Some of them can be better than others like yeah but some of the cops are more strict on that like 
kissing in public and that sort of thing...I’ve seen a couple of people, they got actually ticketed for 
being in the street kissing two guys...that was down here in the [CBD – central business district] 
and it would have been about four months ago (No Name, bisexual male, 19). 
 
Police actions in these examples show No Name and Jimmy Von D that same sex intimacies may create an 
offensive spectacle for onlooking publics and are therefore out of place because public spaces are inherently 
heterosexual, but this is only one part of these interactions. Police responses to these intimacies also appeared to 
pedagogically instruct LGBT young people about how same sex intimacies should not be visible in public space. 
The witnessing of interactions between police and gay men has clear pedagogical outcomes in these narratives. 
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By gazing at how police interact with gay couples, both No Name and Jimmy Von D have learned about the 
inappropriateness of same sex intimacy in public spaces. Jimmy Von D understands these forms of police 
response are unwarranted and they evidence what Mason (2002, p. 20) calls a ‘[v]isible yet unverifiable means 
of correction’. Watchful silence is how Jimmy Von D manages the police relationship in these instances. The 
spectacle of same sex desire becomes the target of police surveillance and intervention. In the absence of 
spectacle, the disciplinary mechanism of police surveillance may not have been enacted in these instances. This 
is not to suggest, however, that this interaction may not have happened if there were no onlookers – the 
interaction implies the instance same sex intimacy would have been subject to regulation even in the absence of 
any audience. Indeed, police are imbued with the power to regulate the conduct of people regardless of whether 
or not people are looking on, perhaps in the service of implied audiences. 
Police actions like these work pedagogically at a distance to reshape the conduct of onlookers like 
Jimmy Von D and No Name by ‘straightening out’ same sex intimacies in public and demonstrating that people 
involved (and those watching) are “responsible for their visibility” and how it may “threaten the normalized 
landscape” (Skeggs 1999, p. 221). No Name seems to recognise himself as a subject who disrupts discursive 
rules about appropriate intimacies in public space and therefore governs his conduct so he avoids similar police 
interactions. Experiences like this may shape LGBT young people’s future interactions with police as a 
pedagogical effect of past policing experiences. In these ways, the disciplinary characteristics of public space 
are evidenced. Public spaces are not just a container for these interactions – they shape these interactions (just as 
the interactions shape the spaces) as part of an architecture of what it means to be heteronormative in public. 
The spectacle of LGBT youth-police interactions may act as a wider pedagogical moment for onlookers about 
“what should be visible and what should not, who should occupy space and who should not” (Moran and 
Skeggs 2004, p. 7) in heteronormative terms. 
 
Making different sense of LGBT youth-police interactions 
This paper has argued LGBT youth-police interactions constitute pedagogical moments that transmit discursive 
knowledge through spectacular bodies of police authority and LGBT queerness. Police interactions with LGBT 
young people are conceptualised as a discursive “practice through which we see and thereby come to know 
things” (Mason 2002, p. 4) in a pedagogical manner about queerness being out of place in public spaces. Young 
people’s accounts in this paper show that while many interactions may be possible, police seem to have come to 
know about what it means to embody discourses of queerness, and this shapes interactions with LGBT young 
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people. In addition, interactions with police serve as pedagogical moments through which LGBT young people 
come to know about how best (and best not) to interact with police in public spaces, and public spaces are 
shaped by these moments. Public space constitutes a disciplinary mechanism regulating LGBT youthful bodies 
and in which LGBT young people regulate their conduct lest they make a spectacle of themselves as non-
heteronormative bodies. 
While this may not be a completely new way of thinking about these issues, the theoretical framework 
employed in the analysis conceptualises these interactions in a way which has been neglected in existing 
research because it highlights how spectacle can work through discipline. It also highlights the many different 
possible outcomes that might be produced discursively by LGBT youth-police interactions, rather than simply 
focusing on the instances as criminalization or empowerment or victimization. Foregrounding a pedagogical 
lens to examine this data shows also how LGBT young people learn from interactions with police, just as it 
shows police need to learn more about how to interact appropriately with LGBT young people and about how 
their interactions may impact those who observe them. More importantly, it evidences that although advances 
have been made with building relationships between LGBT communities and police, LGBT young people in 
this data are still modifying their conduct and the queerness of their bodies to minimise harm and manage the 
police interactions. Police are also still policing same sex intimacies as a “legally regulable harm” (Nussbaum 
2010, p. 108), a practice which is discriminatory and illegal. The analysis confirms there is some way to go to 
improve police practice and that we need to further reform police behaviour in the contemporary context, and 
this framework makes this possible. We can step back from judgements about right or wrong to focus on the 
precise practices that unfolded and therefore come to know more thoroughly about what needs to change in 
future. 
We need to ask more complex questions about how LGBT-police interactions unfold. For instance, we 
need to better understand how police think about non-heteronormative bodies in public spaces, something Pratt 
and Tuffin (1996) have examined in New Zealand and needs to be researched into the future. In addition, 
although we now have GLBTI police liaison officers across a range of contexts (Bartkowiak-Theron 2012), we 
must discursively augment the knowledges of police around issues related to LGBT people, as well as 
augmenting the knowledges of LGBT young people around how to interact with police for more productive 
outcomes. Police understandings of non-heteronormative bodies must be diversified beyond thinking about them 
as needing regulation. Although in some contexts LGBT people may not conceal their queerness, this is not yet 
the reality of LGBT young people interacting with police. They are managing their bodily conduct to avoid 
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negative police interactions. While this is something that all young people might do when interacting with 
police, it is certainly inappropriate that this is motivated by sexuality and/or gender diversity. Most importantly, 
police are clearly learning that they can interact with LGBT young people in these ways and do so unchallenged 
by anyone looking on, or indeed for implied audiences. They behave as though their actions are justified and 
acceptable and will not attract repercussions. This highlights well that police diversity training, which most 
police now receive as part of their general training, is ineffectual in teaching police how to interact appropriately 
with LGBT people in public spaces and police are not acting diversely or respectfully with non-heteronormative 
bodies. More needs to be done to challenge this so that police are cognisant of the material effects that can come 
from interactions like these. 
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1 LGBT refers in this paper to young people who identify with a broad range of sexually and gender diverse 
subject positions, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, questioning, queer, intersex, and 
pansexual. 
2 The main youth service provider where most of the interviews were conducted had an age bracket for service 
of 12-25 years. As such, young people aged 12-15 could not be excluded from the study, but all young people 
who volunteered to be interviewed for the study were aged 16-25 years. 
3 These service providers support LGBTIQ young people with a range of issues they may be experiencing, 
including exclusion from school, interactions with police, homelessness, social exclusion, discrimination, and 
homophobia/transphobia. They provide drop in spaces so these young people can connect with other young 
people who identify similarly. 
4 FTM means female to male, a person whose birth sex was assigned as female but who now identifies as male. 
5 MTF means male to female, a person whose birth sex was assigned as male but who now identifies as female. 
